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    FOREWORD


    C. RENÉ PADILLA


    

      A well-known fact about what is known as the New World that Christopher Columbus “discovered” in 1492, and which the Spanish and Portuguese conquistadors conquered and colonized at the start of the sixteenth century, is that the vast majority of countries that were eventually formed there were born under the aegis of Roman Catholicism. As a consequence, within the Catholic Church in general it was taken for granted that there was no need for a theology that addressed issues that the historical context posed in the life and mission of the church— no need for a theology that had the purpose of making disciples willing to learn to obey all that Christ taught his own disciples. As a result of this deficit, the Roman Catholic Church of the colonial period, with few exceptions, as is the case of Bartolomé de Las Casas (1484–1566), did not produce a theology rooted in biblical teaching and with the prophetic force necessary to openly oppose the oppression of the indigenous people by the conquistadors.


      In contrast to Roman Catholic Christianity, Protestant Christianity did not arrive in Latin America from the Iberian Peninsula but primarily from other European countries and the United States, and with a predominant characteristic derived from the dominant culture in those countries: individualism. It is not surprising, therefore, that the churches resulting from the missionary movement of those countries would combine the valuable emphases of the Protestant Reformation (such as the centrality of Jesus Christ and the acknowledgement of grace as the basis and faith as the means of salvation) with a lack of appropriate recognition of the social and prophetic dimension of the biblical message.


      The theological awakening of Latin America, in the Roman Catholic sector as well as in the Protestant sector, had to wait until the arrival of the twentieth century, which Escobar calls “a century of theological searching.” This is the awakening that Escobar follows from a christological perspective and with great detail throughout this work. What both ecclesial sectors have in common is the Latin American context characterized by major socioeconomic, political, and cultural changes that require churches—both Protestant and Catholic—to overcome traditional concepts related to their roles in society and to seriously consider the theme of their present missionary responsibility.


      In the introduction to the original edition of this book, Escobar stated that he wrote it with “the conviction that there is a well-established historical and social reality that can be described as Latin American Protestantism, and that it is possible to map the theological development within this Protestantism” (9). To draw that map, he rightly adopts a generational close-up that takes as its starting point The Other Spanish Christ, the classic Christological work written by the Scottish Presbyterian missionary John A. Mackay, initially published in English in 1933. He uses this classic from the erudite theologian to demonstrate the need in Latin America, both in the Catholic field and in the Protestant field, to “learn to discern the significance of Jesus as ‘Christ’ and of Christ as ‘Jesus’ in relation to life and thought in their wholeness” (62-63).


      The subsequent chapters are dedicated to describing the salient lines of Latin American theological reflection in search of that discernment Mackay considered the priority for the life and mission of the church in Latin America. Concerning Protestant Christianity, he begins with the generation of the founders of Latin American evangelical thought, among whom stand out the Mexicans Gonzalo Báez-Camargo (1899–1983) and Alberto Rembao (1895–1962), the Puerto Ricans Angel M. Mergal (1909–1971) and Domingo Marreno Navarro (1909), the Argentinians Santiago Canclini (1900–1977) and Carlos T. Gattinoni (1907–1989), and the Italian-Argentinian Sante Uberto Barbieri (1902–1991). As Escobar affirms, “Several in this generation participated in important historic movements in their countries and in the task of producing culture and literature. At the same time, they understood the Protestant message deeply enough to be able to contextualize in a way appropriate for their national or continental culture.” (75-76).


      After the presentation of the founders of Latin American Protestant theology, Escobar dedicates some pages to briefly explore the theology of Protestant thinkers from a new generation. From among them, he highlights the Puerto Ricans Angel M. Mergal and Domingo Marrero, the Argentine José Miguez-Bonino, and the Uruguayan Eilio Castro, all representatives of the movement that our author deems “ecumenical Protestantism.”


      To a great extent, the Cuban revolution established by Fidel Castro in 1959 was the expression of the revolutionary climate that extended during that era to almost all of Latin America. This book demonstrates the effect that this atmosphere had on the church and on theology in the Roman Catholic as well as in the Protestant world. To that age belongs Revolución y Encarnación (1965), the first book from the Cuban Justo González who today is recognized as the most prolific of the Latin American theologians. And to the same period also belongs Diálogo entre Cristo y Marx (1967) from Samuel Escobar. The awakening of the social evangelical conscience was made evident in the memorable discourse that the same author pronounced regarding this topic in the First Latin American Conference of Evangelism (CLADE I) celebrated in Bogotá, Colombia, in November of 1969.


      One of the results of CLADE I was the formation of the Latin American Theological fraternity one year later. With Samuel Escobar as the first president and with Peter Savage as the general secretary, this theological movement with a small group of representatives from various nations south of the Rio Grande was formed within the most active laboratory involved in the construction of an evangelical theology with Latin American roots. In the final chapter of his book, Escobar offers a brief synthesis of the theological contributions of this movement especially in the field of reflection regarding integral mission. Several doctoral and masters’ theses make reference to these contributions not only in Latin America but also in the United States and Europe. It is worth mentioning that the topic of integral mission reached a global dimension at the first Lausanne Conference of World Evangelization, especially through the plenary presentations presented by Samuel Escobar and René Padilla. The validity of this missiological position would be made visible with much force in the Cape Town Commitment: A Confession of Faith and a Call to Action, approved by Lausanne III in 2010.


      In the same years in which the movement and the theology of integral mission took form in the evangelical world, liberation theology emerged from the Roman Catholic world with names as prominent as those of Gustavo Gutiérrez, Leonardo and Clodovis Boff, Juan Luis Segundo, Jon Sobrino, and Hugo Assmann. In contrast with what took place with the works of evangelical authors, the works of the Catholic authors mentioned were written and published in Spanish or Portuguese, but within a short time were translated to English and other European languages. As a consequence, the Catholic authors were read not only in the United States and Europe, but also in Asia and Africa. One of the great values of this book is that, in great detail, it objectively presents the Latin American Catholic and Protestant theological development through a Christological lens. In doing so, Escobar demonstrates his vast understanding of the subject as one of the most distinguished voices of the theological movement in Latin America.


      I finish with one important fact: of the many books I have edited over the years, none required of me so much persistence and postponing of deadlines as did this book written by one of the most respected Latin American evangelical authors. The various editions of this work in Spanish and now this translation into English are for me the confirmation that such perseverance was beyond doubt worth the effort.


       


      Buenos Aires, Argentina
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FROM THE POOR CHRIST TO
CHRIST OF THE POOR
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Wretched Admiral! Your poor America,

your Indian virgin, beautiful and warm blooded,

the pearl of your dreams, she is hysterical

with trembling nerves and a pale forehead. . . .

Spurning the kings, we gave ourselves laws

to the sound of cannons and bugles,

and today with the sinister favor of black kings

the Judases fraternize with the Cains. . . .

Christ walks the streets, emaciated and infirm,

Barabbas has slaves and epaulets,

and the lands of Chibcha, Cusco, and Palenque

have seen the panthers all decked out.



This 1892 poem by a famous writer from Nicaragua, Rubén Darío, could be called a spiritual inventory of Latin America, taken four centuries following the Spanish conquest. The beautiful, virginal Indian had become a hysterical woman with trembling nerves and a pale forehead. Biblical references are used to describe fratricidal wars and rampant violence. Within this framework of decadence and disillusionment, the figure of Christ for Darío, as for many intellectuals and poets, was nothing more than a sickly, emaciated beggar who inspires pity: a poor Christ. At that time in various countries, the Catholic establishment was immersed in a conflict against liberal forces that saw Catholicism as an obstacle to modernization and progress. Darío reflects this vision when he pictures a Christ who plays the social role of a helpless victim—when he is not an instrument of domination—in a world governed by corrupt and cruel military power.

Exactly one century later, when the five-hundredth anniversary of the arrival of the Spanish was marked in 1992, Gustavo Gutiérrez, a Peruvian theologian popular among progressive intellectual circles in Latin America, published a seven-hundred-page work with the eloquent title En busca de los pobres de Jesucristo (translated as Las Casas: In Search of the Poor of Jesus Christ).1 It is a monumental study that took the author some twenty years. With a focus on the figure of Bartolomé de las Casas, Gutiérrez explores the social role of the Christianity of Latin America’s conquistadors in the sixteenth century. The book reflects the profound tensions between those who converted the message of Christ into rhetoric to justify military conquest and other figures, such as de las Casas, who in the name of Christ opposed the abuses with intelligence and force. Thus, despite the passing of a century of rapid changes, a social, cultural, and political analysis of Latin America still finds Jesus Christ relevant as a point of reference. We might say that during the twentieth century, traditional, institutionalized Christianity lost political and social power, while the figure of Christ gained fresh cultural and spiritual relevance.

To examine the figure of Christ in the context of twentieth-century Latin American culture is to enter into a fascinating world of poets, priests, novelists, insurgents, social prophets, heterodox missionaries, and political agitators. It is a world of tensions between an Iberian form of Christianity inherited from colonization and an Anglo-Saxon form of Christianity that entered via liberals and Freemasons; between the relics of African and indigenous religious practices dressed up in Christian forms, and the currents of a “Protestantized” Catholicism borne on the winds of the Second Vatican Council; between the red and black flags of the Catholic fundamentalism of the Argentinian military who invoked “King Christ” in their dirty war and the “Christ-Guevara” of Cuban theologians and zealous insurgents.

“Christianity is Christ” was a favorite phrase of the evangelical Protestant message in Latin America. In contrast to a static and formal religiosity, Christ makes all things new, just as the apostle Paul says: “If anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here!” (2 Cor 5:17). An encounter with Christ radically transforms both individuals and communities. Christ is not just a word evoking a Galilean teacher; the name of Christ has power to change human beings here and now. Christ is the model of the new humanity, but also the redemptive power that enables that new humanity to be born. Thanks to Jesus Christ, we can talk about a human history that makes sense, and his empty tomb sounds a note of hope allowing us to fully face the tragic dimension of the human condition. This idea has been expressed emphatically by Argentinian Methodist bishop and poet Federico Pagura in his well-known tango “Tenemos esperanza” (We have hope):


Because he entered into the world and into history;

because he broke the silence and agony;

because he filled the earth with his glory;

because he was light in our cold night;

because he was born in a dark stable;

because he lived planting love and life;

because he broke hard hearts

and lifted up downtrodden souls.

This is why today we have hope;

this is why today we persist in our fight;

this is why today we look with confidence

to the future.2



Sung in the style of Argentinian tangos, with the sounds and rhythm of an accordion accompanied by the guitar, double bass, piano, and violin, this tango exemplifies the incredible vitality of the memory of Jesus Christ, which in a continually fresh and renewed way, across an immense variety of cultures and languages, continues to inspire new generations of admirers and followers throughout all parts of the globe.


PATHS OF CHRISTOLOGICAL REFLECTION


The vitality of Christian experience springs from the presence of Christ himself at the center of life. Likewise in theology, which is reflection on how our faith is lived out, vitality comes from Christ-centeredness. In this form of theological thought, Jesus Christ is the central pivot around whose person and work we strive to articulate our understanding of the content of the faith. Of course all theology called Christian should have Christ-centered aspects, in which reflection focuses specifically on the person of Christ—this dimension of theology is called Christology. However, a fully Christ-centered theology articulates all its parts and sections around the central fact of the faith: that of Jesus Christ.

In the history of Christian thought, theological reflection has approached Christ via several different paths. One of these is a Christology that concentrates on the development of dogmas after biblical times. From the first century onward, Christians sought to summarize what they believed about Christ in phrases or brief declarations known as the creeds. The Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds come from the first four centuries AD and are accepted by all the major branches of Christianity. Christology developed as a commentary on the great creeds recognized by Christianity throughout the centuries.

Some of the great systematic theologians worked to explain and apply these creeds and declarations of faith in different contexts. Meanwhile Christian teachers created catechisms in accessible language in order to communicate these dogmas to the faithful. In the time of the Reformation certain important books written by the Reformers, such as Martin Luther, served as catechisms to convey Christian doctrine to illiterate believers or to children. And the great theological figure of the twentieth century, Karl Barth, framed his monumental work on dogmatics as a commentary on the Apostles’ Creed. There is a brief work of Barth that follows the outline of his systematics.3 In the work of theologians across the centuries, Christology has taken on new forms depending on the different times and on the historical and cultural context in which the church has existed.

Another path is biblical theology, which studies the form in which the message of the New Testament developed. It concerns itself not so much with commentary on the classic creeds as with a return to the original documents, considering how the Gospels, the book of Acts, the Epistles, and Revelation represent the first believers’ progressive understanding of the person of Jesus, his work, and its meaning: the fact of Christ. This process of conscientization, or growth in understanding, began in the Jewish context, where the person and actions of Jesus of Nazareth are interpreted in the light of the Old Testament. Later it passed to the Gentile world, in which the person of Jesus began to be understood against the background of first-century Greco-Roman culture and social reality. The rich variety of christological thinking from the New Testament authors comes as pastoral and theological responses to questions raised by the missionary announcement of Jesus Christ along the routes that connected cultures and people groups in the Mediterranean world of the pax Romana.4

As we can see, the paths of dogmatic and biblical theology are mostly turned inward, toward the interior of Christian communities. We can follow a third path, however, which aims for a cultural analysis, starting from the conviction that Christian thought is the fruit of a missionary process by which the announcement of Jesus Christ crosses all types of barriers. This could be considered a missiological approach. The paths I’ve summarized look inward and deal with faith as it is expressed and lived out at a specific time, in dialogue with the past. A missiological theology, on the other hand, pays special attention to the process of gospel transmission. The Gospels’ narration about Jesus, like the theological formulations in the Epistles and later systematic reflection, has had a powerful influence over the cultural manifestations of societies where the Christian faith found a certain degree of rootedness. At the same time, Christian perceptions of the biblical text, including reflections now considered classics of the faith, have been influenced by the different cultures in which Christianity has been rooted. Christian influence on the development of visual, musical, and literary expression in Europe, for example, not only includes the refined manifestations of the elite, such as the paintings of famous Spanish painter El Greco and Bach’s music, but also can be seen in diverse expressions of popular culture, such as an array of Spanish proverbs, allegorical plays from the Middle Ages, and the Latin American use of sacred images. All of these reflect the widespread impact of the figure of Jesus Christ on Western society. On this third route, christological investigation involves analysis of the diverse cultural elements in which the footprints of Jesus Christ can be perceived.5




CHRISTOLOGY IN LATIN AMERICA


This study aims to provide a brief exploration of spiritual life among Latin American peoples, examining diverse manifestations of the predominant culture in search of the presence of Christ’s image. In the process we will consider the efforts of Christian thinkers from Latin America to articulate their own experience and vision of Christ in dialogue with Latin American realities and the Christian tradition that they have inherited. It cannot be denied that Latin American culture reflects a definite Christian presence. This tradition was brought first by the Spanish and Portuguese conquerors and missionaries in the sixteenth century, and later by Protestant immigrants and evangelical missionaries starting early in the nineteenth century.

The Christ of the Iberian Peninsula was brought to the New World as much through the presence and lifestyle of the conquistadors as through the preaching of the missionaries who came with them. It is not always easy to separate the sword from the cross in a historical examination of the period of the conquest. The religious life that developed from the introduction of this Iberian Christ took shape in a long and sad process. First was the traumatic encounter of the Spanish and Portuguese with indigenous and later African cultures, as Europeans lived for the first time with “the other” in lands separated from Europe by a great ocean. Later was the jagged process of conquest and domination, with technological superiority, military astuteness, and alliances of convenience with enemy peoples permitting the establishment of European dominance over indigenous empires at a surprising speed. Following this, church institutions were developed, Catholicism became dominant in the centuries of the Spanish and Portuguese empires, and tensions arose between civil and military powers, between sacrificial missionaries and impatient functionaries. Recent research has shown that not only did the natives of these lands suffer traumatic transformations, but likewise the conquering Europeans were transformed by their historic experience and by the native geography and culture.6

With the rupture of the colonial order in the first decades of the nineteenth century, the role of Christianity in society also underwent change. A nascent secularization process across the continent began to displace the Roman Catholic Church as the shaping institution of the culture, capable of applying social control by means of the Inquisition or other such mechanisms. This was the moment Protestantism made its appearance in Latin America. We should remember that the first Protestant preaching arose against the backdrop of a Christianity in decline or transformation and was not directed into the heart of pure paganism. Only in the case of native communities in rainforest zones can it be said that the environment in which the Protestant missionaries preached Christianity was totally foreign.

Today it is important for both Protestantism and Catholicism to thoroughly understand how the encounter between evangelical preaching and the existing religiosity played out. All of us need to ask the question, Who is Christ today in Latin America? After long and complex processes of cultural change, how have interpreters of Latin American life and culture in the twentieth century perceived Christ? This book aims to construct a partial response to these questions along theological, historical, and cultural lines. In the final analysis, this reflection will return to biblical sources and dogmas to argue for the purity and effectiveness of current testimony.

Catholic theologian Elizabeth Johnson reminds us that in 1954, in commemoration of the anniversary of the Council of Chalcedon, which fifteen centuries earlier had recognized that “Jesus Christ was truly God and truly man,” theologian Karl Rahner published his seminal work “Chalcedon: End or Beginning?” Rahner recognized that Catholic thinking on Christology was paralyzed and in a lamentable state. The use of manuals purporting to explain Christ through an application of deductive logic gave the impression that what we know of Christ is complete and definite. This impeded the emergence of new perspectives. Furthermore, Johnson explains, “This manual approach tended to ignore the wealth of scripture with its narration of the events of Jesus’ life, such as his baptism, prayer to God, and abandonment on the cross.” A historical perspective reminds us, Johnson says, that “the Protestant reformers called for a stop to scholastic metaphysical speculation about Christ’s inner constitution, and a return to a more existential, biblically based confession of Jesus Christ.”7

During Rahner’s time, specifically in the 1950s, Protestant theological debates centered on the biblical sources for understanding who Jesus Christ is. It is striking that during the second half of the twentieth century, however, there was agreement between Catholic and Protestant theologians in Latin America: both groups sought to recover the Christ of the Gospels and Epistles.




A STARTING POINT


This study will focus on the development of Christology in the twentieth century. For this purpose a good starting point is the book The Other Spanish Christ, written by Scottish Presbyterian missionary John A. Mackay. This classic work was published for the first time in English in 1933 and in Spanish only twenty years later. It has been recognized as an accurate evangelical interpretation of the spiritual reality of Latin America, grounded in a study of the image and presence of Christ in these lands. Many Latin Americans agree with the perspective of Peruvian writer and politician Luis Alberto Sánchez, who said of it that “it is a book of fundamental importance for understanding Latin American civilization.”8 It is a christological inquiry whose methodology was historical analysis and the interpretation of diverse cultural manifestations, from a Reformed theological perspective. Mackay’s intention was missional in a broad sense: he wanted to announce the true Christ, whom the English-speaking and Ibero-American contexts were equally losing from view: “A number of romantic figures, each bearing the name of Christ and incarnating the ideals of their several groups of admirers, have taken the place of the Christ. In reality a common need presses upon the Spanish and the Anglo-Saxon worlds: to ‘know’ Christ, to ‘know’ Him for life and thought, to ‘know’ Him in God and God in Him.”9

Mackay’s method was first to examine the character of the inhabitants found in the Iberian Peninsula and the historical process of the transplantation of Christianity to the Iberian so-called New World. This study was not limited to theology but also paid attention to the social processes of the Conquista, taking into account the currents of economy and sociology that were beginning to influence historical research. It is intriguing to see how a Scottish missionary made the most of sociological analysis developed by his friend José Carlos Mariátegui, a pioneer in Latin American Marxist thought.10 Furthermore, Mackay describes the “South American Christ” as being the result of a process of “South Americanization” of the image and vision of the Spanish Christ brought by the conquistadors. According to Mackay’s interpretation, the Spanish Christ was not that of the Gospels, who was born in Bethlehem, but rather another, with roots in the north of Africa. That is, Mackay closely examines the transformations Christianity underwent during the eight centuries of Spanish and Portuguese coexistence with the Arabs who had invaded the Iberian Peninsula during the eighth century. Mackay establishes a contrast between this Christ of official religiosity and the one he calls “the other Spanish Christ,” the Christ of the mystics of the golden age such as Saint Teresa of Ávila and Saint John of the Cross, and of Christian rebels of the modern age such as Miguel de Unamuno.

Nonetheless, observing the cultural reality of Latin America, Mackay signals the sterility of predominant Catholicism:

If in the sphere of life South American Catholicism did not succeed in producing a true mystic, in the sphere of thought it failed to produce a religious literature. In the space of nearly four centuries the clergy have produced no religious work of note. As for the laity, whatever may have been the sentiments of individual men of letters among them, religion has not been considered a suitable subject for the exercise of literary talent.11


This statement might appear a gross exaggeration coming from a Protestant missionary. However, in the 1990s, Catholic Spanish scholar José Carro Celada took on the task of tracing the presence of Jesus in Hispano-American literature throughout the twentieth century to discover what the authors said about Jesus of Nazareth and who he was for them. He found that there was a significant process of secularization, in contrast with the prominence of Christian themes during the Spanish golden age. According to Carro Celada, “in Spanish-speaking countries that retain a Catholic majority in the sociological sense, a surprising religious silence has prevailed within contemporary literature.”12

Nevertheless, when Mackay was writing his book, he avowed, “In recent years, however, a decided change has taken place in the intellectual attitude of both clergy and laity towards religion and the religious problem. . . . In the course of the last decade writers of distinction have appeared throughout the Continent for whom religious studies have had supreme interest.”13 In his travels throughout Latin America between 1916 and 1930, Mackay was able to attract multitudes of youth to his lectures. He was convinced that there were promising signs of a rediscovery of Christ in the social, political, and cultural life of the continent. In chapter ten of his book, Mackay briefly examines the literary works of four Latin Americans: Chilean poet Gabriela Mistral, whom Mackay describes as a liberal Catholic; Uruguayan Juan Zorilla de San Martín, author of epic poems, whom Mackay describes as an orthodox Catholic; Argentinian historian and novelist Ricardo Rojas, author of the highly influential El Cristo invisible (The Invisible Christ), whom Mackay calls a literary Christian; and Argentinian Julio Navarro Monzó, characterized as a Christian member of the literati.

The most representative work in the christological search that was beginning to develop in Latin America was El Cristo invisible.14 Written and published for the first time in 1927, it is structured as three long dialogues between a bishop, called Monsignor, and an intelligent and thoughtful searcher, called the Guest, who dialogue about the representation of Christ, the word of Christ, and the spirit of Christ. The Guest’s observations about art, culture, sacred Scripture, and religious practices lay out compelling questions and gradually coalesce to mark out the difference between formal religiosity and faith in the Christ of the Gospels.

Without hiding his admiration, Mackay also presents brief portraits of young Latin American social activists such as Brazilian Eduardo Carlos Pereira and Peruvians Victor Raúl Haya de la Torre and José Carlos Mariátegui. In their search for justice and their desire to serve their neighbor, these men are for Mackay signs of great vitality in the spiritual life of the continent, indications that there is a generation searching for the true Christ. He finishes his book with a critical examination of the Protestantism that was beginning to take root in Latin American soil.




A CENTURY OF THEOLOGICAL SEARCHING


When we survey the spiritual and intellectual history of the continent throughout the twentieth century, we can observe a fascinating evolution. Between the “poor Christ” of Rubén Darío and the “Christ of the poor” of Gustavo Gutiérrez, literature and theology underwent a vast journey, not always easy to follow. A few milestones can help demarcate our route. For example, in“. . . Mas yo os digo” (this title is a sentence taken from the Sermon on the Mount: “. . . But I say to you” [Mt 5:22, 28, 32, 39]), published for the first time in Montevideo in 1927, Mackay sums up the message he presented publicly, especially at universities, throughout Latin America between 1916 and 1930.15 It was reissued in several other editions over subsequent years. In 1936 Peruvian journalist and diplomat Víctor Andrés Belaúnde published his controversial work El Cristo de la fe y los Cristos literarios (The Christ of faith and the literary Christs), an expression of the renewal of Catholic thought bolstered by Catholic theologians and Bible scholars from the French-speaking world, in addition to salutary challenges arising from the preaching of Protestant missionaries.16 Belaúnde was a supporter of a group of young Peruvian intellectuals known as La Protervia, where he encountered Mackay. The two men forged a firm friendship, which left its mark on the development of Belaúnde’s thought.

When we turn to Latin American novels from the beginning of the century, it is clear they lack a strong Christian sentiment. On the contrary, novels from this period are marked by an indigenist orientation expressed in enraged anticlericalism. However, in 1952 Colombian Eduardo Caballero Calderón focused on Colombian political violence in his novel Cristo de espaldas (Christ turning his back), a strong portrait of a young priest caught in the plot of a war unto death between liberal and conservative political parties. The priest’s personal Calvary on Colombian soil follows the pattern of Christ’s passion. (A similar technique had been used by Spanish writer Benito Pérez Galdós in his novel Nazarín, and more recently was used by Nikos Kazantzakis, who in his novel Christ Recrucified sets his story of Jesus in a Greek village.)

As the renewing winds from the Vatican II in Europe blew through Catholicism in Latin America, particularly evident in the bishops’ Medellín declaration of God’s “preferential option for the poor” in 1964, El evangelio criollo (The criollo gospel) appeared in Argentina.17 The décimas (ten-line stanzas) of Spanish classical romances, transformed into the Argentinian epic Martin Fierro, serve as a model to tell the story of Jesus in a contextualized form. The contextualizing effort following Vatican II prompted the profound theological reflection Jesus Cristo libertador (Jesus Christ Liberator), reflecting the themes and some of the methodology of liberation theology.18 With this work Brazilian Franciscan theologian Leonardo Boff reached a public throughout the continent and aroused opposition at the highest levels of the Catholic hierarchy. In a preface to Boff’s book, Uruguayan lawyer and journalist Héctor Borrat categorically affirms: “Here, written by a Brazilian, is the first systematic Christology that has been produced in Latin America.”19

In 1955 Catholic bishops from around the continent met together in Rio de Janeiro to evaluate the situation of their church, and they decided to found CELAM (Consejo Episcopal Latinoamericano, or the Bishops Council of Latin America). The bishops recognized two dangerous threats: the growth of Protestantism and the rising ideology of communism. Thus they sent out a call to European and North American Catholics to send missionaries to Latin America to help a church in a critical situation. In the following decades, a new generation of American, Canadian, Belgian, French, and Spanish missionaries came to Latin American countries with new ideas and a new style of doing mission. Some worked among the poorest and most at-risk sectors and were distressed to recognize that their own church was part of an oppressive and exploitive system.20 Their calls for renewal and their choice to do mission “from below,” with those who lacked social or economic power, quickly drew criticism and rejection from the more conservative sectors of the church, as well as persecution from dictatorial and military governments who had always seen the church as their ally. This new missionary practice was one context out of which liberation theologies originated.21

The triumph of the Cuban Revolution in 1959 began to agitate other Latin American countries, and this along with Vatican II led some Christian thinkers to rediscover the social dimension of Jesus Christ’s message. They pointed out the radical nature of some of Jesus’ sayings and actions, and the figure of a revolutionary Christ emerged, implying that if Christ had come in our time he would have been a guerrilla fighter. Of course, critiques of this proposed rupture with the traditional religious framework soon emerged as well. In 1973 Chilean writer and journalist Guillermo Blanco published a book that was quickly reprinted in various editions: El evangelio de Judas (The Gospel of Judas). In biting language Blanco equally criticizes the entrepreneurial vision of Christ originating in the United States and the insurgent Christ proposed by writers of the left. In 1979 Vicente Leñero, a novelist and playwright well known in his native Mexico, published El evangelio de Lucas Gavilán (The Gospel of Lucas Gavilán), a fresh and vigorous paraphrase of the Gospel of Luke patterned along liberation theology lines.22

In these ways the figure of Jesus reemerged in Latin American culture as his life and teachings became subjects of public debate, while in theological circles of diverse Christian churches the person of Jesus and the significance of faith in Jesus motivated an intense search through biblical material and the Christian tradition. The books I have mentioned are really only a limited sample, but they represent a process that I want to examine in more depth. It will be impossible to avoid controversial topics such as the decline of Catholic Christianity, the presence of Protestant missionaries and the christological focus of their message, the resulting explosive multiplication of evangelical churches, and the renewal of Catholicism. This process is related to the winds of renewal encouraged by the Second Vatican Council, the restless proposals of liberation theologies, and the massive movement of millions of poor Latin Americans into popular Protestantism.

At the end of the twentieth century in many literary, artistic, and academic circles, the figure of Christ seems to have been perceived with much greater clarity than at the beginning of the century. But more important today, as the twenty-first century is well under way, there are thousands of men and women, Catholics and Protestants alike, who are willing to take great risks to proclaim and imitate Jesus of Nazareth, to try to follow his example in the context of a new century and a new era. This process is what I want to explore and understand.
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THE IBERIAN CHRIST WHO
CROSSED THE OCEANS

[image: ]


For those interested in Ibero-America’s spiritual history, paying a visit to the Catholic Cathedral in the city of Cusco, Peru, is a valuable experience. This monumental baroque church has twelve small domes within its roof, one for each of the apostles. In the contrasting light of its interior, between the smoke of incense and the glow of candles lit by devoted worshipers, it would seem that we are in a church in the south of Spain or Portugal. One of the most fascinating paintings in this church is that of Jesus with his disciples at the Last Supper. The painting is modeled on works by the great European masters of the period, but if we pay attention, we can note some unusual elements. The color of Jesus’ and his apostles’ skin is a copper or olive shade, and the facial features of some are indigenous or mestizo. On the dinner table there is no lamb but instead a guinea pig, whose meat was highly appreciated by local indigenous people. In the fine crystal ware at one side of the table, instead of wine there seems to be chicha, the fermented-corn liquor of the Incas. Some of the fruits on a platter are European, brought to the New World by the Spanish, but others are species found only in the Americas. Scholars who study the communication of the Christian message call such an artistic strategy contextualization, the process by which a text interacts with the new context in which it is read.

The signs of a vigorous presence of Christ in Latin American culture are undeniable. There are two ways to explore this presence: through art and through popular literature. Special attention should be paid to painting and sculpture. Even though these art forms were produced by the talented elite, they gained universal acceptance in the popular mindset. Within just a few decades of the arrival of the Spanish in the Americas, schools of art such as the Cusqueña, in Cusco, Peru, and the Quiteña in Quito, Ecuador, had developed, whose expressions can still be seen in colonial churches in the Andean region. Paintings from these schools of art reveal how the received text has been shaped by the context in which it was received. These works show that artists apparently understood the story of Jesus but have translated it visually in terms of their own lives and cultures. That is, these artists took hold of biblical truths in their own way, not rendering exact copies of the missionaries’ message but rather rendering the universal message in terms of the lived experience of those receiving it.

This is evidenced in the popular devotion shown to a dark-skinned image from the Cusco school called The Lord of Earthquakes or, even better, the phrase used by Indians to this day, Taitacha Earthquake. This mestizo expression captures the perception of Jesus as Lord or Father in the Quechua word taita. When rendered as taitacha, it connotes affection, respect, and an expectation of compassion and understanding. Earthquakes alludes to the movements of the earth common in Andean regions, interrupting daily life with unexpected moments of panic that cause people to look to God.

There is some evidence that at certain moments in the sixteenth-century missionary process the truth of Jesus Christ and the gospel took root in the popular mindset. For example, in Chile, there was what is called a “song to the divine,” a musical tradition using the décima poetic form to render scenes from the life, passion, and death of Jesus. With respect to the work of the missionaries, Miguel Jordá says, “The people did not know how to read or write, and the only way available to them was repetition and memorization. [The missionaries] quickly realized that the décima could be an incredibly valuable means for transmitting the Christian message. And so in those years the catechism came to be sung and even danced.”1 Missionaries translated Bible stories into this criollo poetic language, and later, “on their own initiative, those who had been catechized began to versify the messages preached to them, focusing on the biblical teachings they considered most important. In these verses, orthodoxy sometimes was in jeopardy, but the singing tradition became rooted more and more deeply in the soul of the people.”2 In the late 1970s, when Jordá wrote his work, he documented some 560 popular singers throughout Chile, especially in rural areas, who sang the “song of the divine.” This was a spontaneous activity, not controlled by the church, passed on from one generation to the next.

Let’s consider a few examples.


“Birth”

From the trunk the branch is born

And from the branch the flower

From the flower Mary was born

And from Mary the Lord. . . .

The Merciful One was born

In the gate of Bethlehem

And because the King was from heaven

His arrival on earth was blessed.

With joy the Virgin said

This cherub has been born

And though he is so tiny

He is the Savior of the world

And with profound joy

She adored Manuelín.3




“Jesus Christ”

He practiced humility,

The true Messiah

He stayed in a henhouse

Because there was no other place

Though he tired of walking

He converted the small, the great

He shed drops of blood

On the tree of the cross

Remembering Jesus

I feel neither fatigue nor hunger.4



It is undeniable that there is an Ibero-American Christ, but to understand him it is necessary to know the Christ brought by the Spanish and Portuguese during the process of conquest and evangelization. The conquistadors and colonizers, whether nobles or common people, had their own religiosity and their own way of living out and interpreting the Catholic faith, and they transplanted their customs and attitudes to the New World along with the social and economic institution of feudalism. In the colonial era the image of Christ developed in basic conformity to the medieval Iberian components, some of which have lasted to this day in popular religious expression and folklore. In some cases a process of contextualization stimulated images and expressions of devotion native to the Americas, while in other cases native religiosity was superimposed, producing a strange, syncretistic mix.


THE ANALYSIS OF JOHN A. MACKAY


In our effort to understand this process, the essential lines of analysis provided by John A. Mackay in The Other Spanish Christ remain highly useful. However, historical and anthropological findings in recent decades can help us to finesse Mackay’s judgments with regard to Latin America’s religious history and to better understand the forms of Christianity that developed and have persisted until today. Mackay sharply critiqued the Iberian missionary work of warrior monks and plantation owners (encomenderos). At the same time, however, he explicitly recognized that there were also “Christophers,” Christ bearers whose lifestyle and missionary activity were very different: “There came from Spain and Portugal, or were born in South America itself, thousands of now forgotten names who, as priests, monks, or nuns, were ‘Christophers’ by profession.”5

Significantly, Mackay’s analysis doesn’t fall into the trap of exaggerating or denigrating everything Spanish, a tendency known as the leyenda negra (Black Legend) that developed in England and France, drawing on the self-critique of Spaniards such as Bartolomé de las Casas. Mackay had become familiar with the history of the Spanish in the Americas because at the end of his theological studies in Princeton he lived in Spain for a year, staying at the famous Residencia de Estudiantes, a center of liberal thinking in Madrid. This helped him to avoid a one-sided presentation of historical realities. Protestant scholars have often resorted to the Black Legend when comparing the Iberian conquest of southern America with the Anglo-Saxon conquest in the north to explain the different ways in which religious and social life was shaped. Although Mackay avoids the Black Legend, he does acknowledge it within his comparative analysis of Catholic missions in Ibero-America versus the Protestant colonization of North America, and also in relation to the French Catholic mission in what is known today as Canada.6

Mention of the Black Legend plunges us immediately into an arena of conflict that has made it difficult to understand the complex and traumatic encounter between the Iberian Christ and the American soul. Much can be learned, though, from Catholic historiography that came into being to counteract the Black Legend and to praise the Spanish,7 presenting the Iberian mission in a more favorable light, and from works that avoid polemics in favor of systematic historical research.8 Fortunately, a good part of the literature produced in celebration (or lamentation) of the five-hundredth anniversary of the arrival of Christopher Columbus had a critical but open tone.

An interesting case of positive revisionism of sixteenth-century Hispanic evangelization is that of Virgilio Elizondo, a missiologist with Hispanic roots who is well known in the United States, his home country. He asserts that there are important differences that should be taken into account in comparing the Iberian and Anglo-Saxon forms of mission. Elizondo says the Christianity that developed in Ibero-America was indigenous, rooted, and mestizo, while Christianity in North America was simply a transplant of European Christianity with no emergence of an indigenous theology and practice.9 Elizondo has given close attention to issues of cultural fusion, and he offers his missiological reflections within this frame of reference. Consideration of processes of blending or fusion lead us to a further debated question, that of syncretism. This topic will be dealt with in some detail in the following chapter.




THE SPANISH CHRIST OF THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY


The current general consensus regarding the way Iberian Christianity developed during the sixteenth century constitutes a complex picture of positive and negative, light and shadows, confirming some of Mackay’s critical observations. More recent studies, such as those of Américo Castro and Marcel Bataillon, on religious life in Spain during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries have provided abundant data supporting Mackay’s interpretive outline. One book about Spanish Catholicism by well-known US Catholic historian Stanley Payne offers the following overall evaluation of medieval religion in the peninsula:

Discussions by historians of religion in the Middle Ages almost invariably give the clergy low marks, which by every evidence they frequently deserved. Medieval clergy at most levels were ignorant and poorly trained. . . . Much of the clergy behaved little differently from ordinary society, indulging in popular vices and excesses. Though the Spanish clergy did not have the reputation for drunkenness enjoyed by their counterparts in some other regions, they yielded to none in concupiscence. Concubinage and bastardy were common among parish priests and hardly unknown among monks.10


Proof that Payne is not exaggerating in his judgment is the well-known fact that great Spanish mystics such as Saint Teresa of Ávila and Saint John of the Cross were known for the richness of their spiritual experience, of which they have left valuable literature, but also for their efforts in moral reform within the orders of which they were members. The persecution they suffered as a result of their efforts at reformation reveals the low level of spiritual and moral life that was prevalent within religious institutions.

Moreover, for eight centuries the Spanish had experienced the presence of Arabs and Jews on the Iberian Peninsula, and their interaction with these people groups marked their history and culture. Then, in the decades prior to the discovery of the Americas, the fight to expel the Moors (Muslims) took on the character of a religious crusade, with medieval Catholicism providing a warlike ideology. This crusading orientation was later reflected in the conquest of America. Following Payne’s discussion of the low morals of the Spanish medieval clergy, he adds:

Spanish frontier conditions may have made some problems worse in the peninsula than elsewhere. Clerics at all levels took part in military campaigns against Muslims, creating the famous typology of the medieval prelate “a Dios rogando y con el mazo dando” (praying to God and striking with the mace). Many of the Spanish clergy thought nothing of wearing weapons as part of their normal costume, a practice that took many generations to eliminate.11


When we take into account this panorama of customs and conditions, we can better understand the roots of the social ills associated with colonial religion that have persisted in Latin American society. Some great nineteenth-century Latin American authors dared to describe these ills critically once the censoring power of the Inquisition disappeared.

Payne too explains and provides a thoughtful, balanced evaluation of the missionary task undertaken by Spain during the sixteenth century. His historical study offers a summary of the evolution of Spanish religion that is especially valuable for understanding its predominant Christology, developed within the spirit of the Spanish Counter-Reformation.

It is important to point out the difficulty of separating some of the influences of the Counter-Reformation from the intensification of religion that had already begun in Spain during the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. . . . One of the most pronounced new expressions was the greatly increased emphasis on Christ, the crucifix, and the Passion in general. Though this had begun perhaps a hundred years earlier, there was a major upsurge in new devotions to Christ and the Passion as the Counter-Reformation reforms advanced in the last years of the sixteenth century. This was assiduously propagated by the Franciscans, by far the most numerous monastic order in the Spanish countryside. Mariolatry remained strong, but now much more frequently stressed representations of Mary’s role in the Passion of Christ. Moreover, new brotherhoods of flagellants, who scourged themselves in imitation of the sufferings of Christ, grew in number.12


Here we find the roots of the figure of the crucified Christ in the imagery left by the chronicles of conquest in both Spanish and mestizo colonial art. In churches and museums in the Extremadura region of Spain, especially in places such as Guadalupe, Trujillo, and Cáceres, where many of the first conquistadors came from, the images are resonant for those familiar with older Latin American churches: the contorted countenance of a suffering Jesus, his purple clothing, an abundance of blood.




THE SPANISH CHRIST, LATIN AMERICANIZED


What Mackay calls “the local Christ” is a replica of the Christ brought via the Iberian process of conquest and evangelization, coming to reflect life in the Latin American context as well. Although Mackay does not explore in depth the transformation of the Spanish Christ into the Ibero-American Christ, his intuitions have proved highly accurate. In the decades following Mackay, Latin American social sciences have progressed a great deal in their understanding of the processes of conquest and colonization. Those who study Catholic evangelism during the sixteenth century have accumulated research and analysis that allows us to better understand these processes.

Mackay makes two important observations regarding Latin American Christology during the early decades of the century: the popular Christ lacked characteristics of humanity, and the resurrected Christ was absent. “What first strikes us about the homegrown Christ is his lack of humanity. In all that touches his earthly life, there are almost only two dramatic roles that can be observed: a child in his mother’s arms and suffering and bleeding victim.”13 The imagery as expressed in popular devotion confirms Mackay’s observations. These two forms of Christ imagery indeed point us to important elements of the person and work of Christ. Critiquing Mackay, Orlando Costas, a Puerto Rican theologian, asserts that the Scottish missionary failed to grasp the significance of these two predominant images: the value and dignity of childhood, for example, and the dimension of humanity that is evoked by the figure of the Virgin.14 However, the exclusive focus on these two christological elements produced a profound deficit: a lack of coherence and integrity in living out the Christian faith. Mackay is very clear about this:

Why is it that the only moments in the life of Christ which have received emphasis are His childhood and death? Because the two central truths of Christianity are Incarnation and Atonement, someone answers. Yes, but incarnation is only the prologue of a life, while atonement is its epilogue. The reality of the former is unfolded in life and guaranteed by living; the efficacy of the latter is derived from the quality of the life that was lived.15


This type of Christology offers a Christ who lends himself to being patronized or pitied. The resulting Christianity is marked by a faith that is wielded for social gain in the absence of a Christ who is a model for life. These effects are related to the other characteristic of Latin American Christology analyzed by Mackay: the absence of a vision of the risen Christ.

His sovereign lordship over all the details of existence, a Saviour king who is deeply interested in us and to whom we can bring our joys and sorrows and perplexities, is neither visualized nor experienced. A most extraordinary thing has happened: Christ has lost prestige as a helper in the affairs of life. He lives in virtual banishment, while the Virgin and the saints are daily approached for life’s necessities. The latter are considered to be much more human and accessible than He.16





CHRIST IN PERUVIAN STORIES AND POEMS


In early twentieth-century Latin American literature, the predominance of these christological roles highlighted by Mackay is clearly evident. Mackay, however, does not explore two writers whom I take up here because they express aspects of this popular Christology: storyteller and essayist Ventura García Calderón (1886–1959) and poet César Vallejo (1892–1938), both Peruvian.

García Calderón was one of the first Peruvian writers to incorporate indigenous and mestizo characters and perspectives into his writing. His perspective on Indians was external to the indigenous reality itself; he took the stance of an outside observer. Despite this, he captured some aspects of the popular soul very well. Three of the works in his collection Cuentos peruanos (1952; Peruvian stories) caught my attention because of their christological content. In the story “Fue en el Perú” (It happened . . . in Peru), Jesus’ birth is told by an old coastal Afro-Peruvian woman who is “chewing a stubbed-out cigarette.” Jesus is born to a poor Peruvian couple: “The virgin was a young indigenous girl, and saint Joseph was mulatto.” But the birth heralded by many drives fear into the hearts of the white people, and “the poor young indigenous girl had to escape on muleback, traveling a long way in the direction of Bolivia with her husband, who was a carpenter.” The story then jumps without warning from Jesus’ birth to his death:

His Majesty died and afterward rose again and will one day come again here, so that the bad people see that he is the color of capulí [dark fruit], just like the sons of our country. And then they will be sent to kill the White people, the Negros will be the bosses, and there won’t be mine or yours, nor levies [taxes], nor prefetos, and neither will the poor have to work to fatten the rich.17


In “The Local Holy Friday” García Calderón portrays a small-town Holy Week celebration that demonstrates how the blond image of Christ, referred to as the redhead, is manipulated, in the dramatization of the story of Calvary. The solemn, gloomy ceremony is followed by a celebration in which the people give themselves over to uninhibited intake of alcohol.

“The Rage of Christ” is another story set in Holy Week, “in a small village where each year the Passion of Christ is relived with a magnificent and bloody realism.”18 The Catholic missionaries seek the attention of the indigenous by “hanging from the cross a man of flesh and bones, a body that suffers and laments like everyone else.” One day, in a tragicomic twist, one of these flesh-and-bone Christs decides to take his murderers’ spear and attack them with it. The narrator reflects, “The Roman soldiers, Calvary, all this is far away. It’s very confusing and of little interest, in short, for this suffering race that has chewed coca leaves while ascending all the possible Calvaries.”19

In these three sketches, Christ appears either as a child or as a bleeding victim. Nowhere in the popular memory, folklore, or celebrations are there any references to Jesus’ life. The resurrection is mentioned in passing, with the announcement of a brief eschatological interlude.

César Vallejo’s poetry is characterized by a constant search for the religious and metaphysical, often drawing on Christian metaphors and symbols common in popular religiosity: Holy Thursday, the cross, Calvary, the shroud, the nailed hands. Vallejo uses the figure of the suffering Christ as a metaphor for his own interior suffering and for human drama. In his first book, Los heraldos negros (The black heralds), the poem “Los dados eternos” (The eternal dice) summarizes what appears to be his unusual fight with God:


My God, if you had been a man,

today you would know how to be God;

but you, who were always fine,

feel nothing for your own creation.

Indeed, man suffers you: God is he!20



This poem sounds like both a petition and a protest. The protest is against a God who doesn’t understand humanity because he doesn’t identify with the human condition, and the petition is for an incarnate God. The background for this is a Christology lacking precisely what should be its central message: the fundamental truth of the incarnation, “the Word made flesh.”




THE CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE OF MIGUEL DE UNAMUNO


It is obvious that Mackay was deeply influenced by Spanish writer Miguel de Unamuno. In his appreciation of the Spanish Christ Mackay follows the sense of Unamuno, a Basque teacher from Salamanca who writes:


Oh pre-Christian and post-Christian Christ,

Christ pure matter,

the putrid and decaying Christ

with coagulated blood.

The Christ of my people is this Christ,

flesh and blood made into earth, earth, earth! . . .

Because the Christ of my earth is only

earth, earth, earth, earth,

flesh that doesn’t pulse. . . .

And you, Christ of heaven,

redeem us from the Christ of the earth!21



For Mackay, Unamuno’s final exclamation “throws a shaft of prophetic light across the religious life and history of Spain and South America.”22 However, it should be noted that Unamuno contradicts himself in other writings—he adores paradoxes. At one point he says he would rather remain with the Christ of Spain, his land. One of his essays relates that a South American expressed repugnance toward Spanish images of a bloody Christ. “I told him that I have the soul of my people, and that I like those Christs that are bruised, emaciated, these Christs that someone has called ferocious. Lack of art? Brutality? I don’t know. And I like the dismal, suffering Virgins steeped in sorrow.”23

Unamuno concludes this essay with words that affirm a Christology that embraces Christ’s earthly suffering, leaving the resurrection and its implications for the eschatological tomorrow.

Yes, there is a triumphant Christ, heavenly, glorious, that of the transfiguration, that of the ascension, he who is at the right hand of the Father; but [that Christ] is for when we have triumphed, for when we have been transfigured, for when we have ascended. But here, in this place on earth, in this life that is nothing but tragic bullfighting, here is the other, the bruised, the bloody and deceased.24


Nevertheless, Unamuno’s Christology of agony does not remain trapped in its love for the image of the crucified. In the extensive theological meditation offered by his poem “The Christ of Velásquez,” he takes the contemplation of Christ to an ethical dimension, to a rich and renovating spirituality, to hope and joy.

Mackay was not wrong to value Unamuno’s work from an evangelical perspective, given that Unamuno’s work scathingly criticizes many characteristics of Spanish Catholicism that any Protestant would also criticize. Unamuno’s value comes from his having undertaken theological reflection within the cultural and literary arena of his time, and from his having taken the risk of expressing his faith out loud in an environment where the official religion was accepted without discussion, though rarely taken seriously. Even with his paradoxical positions, Unamuno as an expression of the Spanish ethos was trying to live out his Christianity in the context of the deep conflicts that have characterized Spanish life. The Spain represented by Unamuno was over and over again quashed by the medieval Spain, characterized by wars and inquisitions, just as the sixteenth-century mystics and many liberal spirits from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries suffered the same fate. It is this latter Spain that shaped America. Together with Mackay we could say that the North African Christ displaced the one who was born in Bethlehem.




THE CHASM BETWEEN RELIGION AND ETHICS


Observing the image of Jesus in Latin American culture led Mackay to theological reflection. Within the framework of systematic theology Mackay concludes that a docetic Christology was predominant in Ibero-America. In the history of Christian doctrine, docetism affirmed the presence of God in Christ but denied Christ’s humanity. Those who supported this position were know as docetists, a term originating from the Greek word meaning “appearance.” For them Christ’s human character was only clothing or external appearance. However, Mackay aimed not only to assign the correct theological term but also to examine the deep consequences of this theology on a practical level. Mackay observes that a Christology that focuses on the child Jesus and on his crucifixion and death produces a chasm between religious profession and ethical practice:

The dead Christ is an expiatory victim. The details of His earthly life are of slight importance and make relatively small appeal. He is regarded as a purely supernatural being, whose humanity, being only apparent, has little ethical bearing upon ours. This docetic Christ died as the victim of human hate, in order to bestow immortality, that is to say, a continuation of the present earthly, fleshly existence.25


This Christ does not change the lives of those who follow him here and now, only guarantees a happier future life. The way this Christology operates is revealed in the popular understanding of Communion, or the sacrament of the Eucharist. Mackay says: “The sacrament increases life without transforming it. The ethical is absent, its place being taken by ritualistic magic.”26 Because of this, “Philosophically speaking, Spanish Catholicism has passed straight from aesthetics to religion, clearing ethics at a bound. The Tangerian Christ, and the religion that grew up around him, have aesthetic and religious values, but they are both unethical.”27

Brilliant twentieth-century Spanish philosopher José Luis Aranguren, who specialized in ethics, observed the same thing in his studies of nineteenth-century Spanish morals and society. He describes a disconnect between the public religiosity necessary to keep up appearances and growing interior skepticism. Various factors “made it impossible for religion truly to speak to the whole of life.” The resulting contradictions in behavior were scandalous: “great ladies, the queen at their head, extremely devout and even superstitious, whose private morality in sexual conduct bore no relation to that preached by Christianity; and similarly, gentlemen whose respectable and solemn religious appearances meshed easily with the corruption of financial and political mores.”28

Scholars with a critical bent who investigated Spanish religiosity, such as Unamuno in the first part of the twentieth century or Aranguren in the second part, have written extensively of the contradiction between the moral and the religious life of the Iberian peninsula, a contradiction that we also see reflected in Latin America. This shows that Mackay’s analysis was correct, that his judgment was not just the prejudice of a Protestant missionary from an English-speaking context. In the disconnect between religiosity and ethics lies a faulty Christology that Mackay summarizes in the following way:

A Christ known in life as an infant and in death as a corpse, over whose helpless childhood and tragic fate the Virgin Mother presides; a Christ who became man in the interests of eschatology, whose permanent reality resides in a magic wafer bestowing immortality; a Virgin Mother who by not tasting death, became the Queen of Life, that is the Christ and the Virgin who came to America!29





THE POST–VATICAN II CATHOLIC ANALYSIS


Some studies of popular religiosity undertaken by Catholic specialists in the movement toward reforms and self-criticism inspired by Vatican II coincide with Mackay’s observations. In the period prior to and immediately following the Conference of Catholic Bishops in Medellín (1968), popular religiosity became a topic of research and evaluation out of a desire for renewal of the faith by returning to its sources, including Scripture. Segundo Galilea made an eloquent, widely applicable observation in a 1969 publication: “In summary, in regard to general characteristics of popular religiosity, we can say that this is a religion of salvation and individual security where the doctrine of the last things is valued more highly than Jesus Christ. This is equally evident in popular sermons, which are moralizing and sacramentalist, and this has created a cultural religion, tied to beliefs and traditions.”30

Expressing pastoral concern for the content of the faith of the common people in relation to their behavior, Galilea also signals the lack of an ethical dimension in popular religiosity as well as the absence of a concept of discipleship.

It’s a matter of a religion of “having” as opposed to a religion of valuing. That is to say, rituals and doctrines are valued for what they contribute to one’s ego and not for what they mean in themselves, for living morally or for God’s plan. . . . For this same reason it’s a religion that is more hagiocentric than Christ-centered. This hagiocentrism, focused mainly on images, can descend into fetishism, where that image has value in and of itself, and in general the images begin to be the saint himself or herself.31


Galilea moves on from observations about ritualism and hagiocentrism to the profound christological defects of popular religiosity. His study is significant in that it is based on statistical social-scientific research as well as his personal pastoral experience.

Can it be said that popular faith in Jesus Christ contains shades of heresy? We think so. Indeed, it may be that popular Christology is quite unbalanced. . . . It is consumed by the mysteries of the Passion; Christ in glory, Christ the head of the church; Christ our source of becoming more human is not present in the popular mindset. . . . Popular Latin American Christology, without realizing it, is quite monophysitic. This attitude has complex origins; the anti-Arian attitude of the Iberian Peninsula, together with an emphasis on piety and the doctrine of Christ-God, led to an emphasis on the importance of other mediators. These had to replace the humanity of the Word, which had been darkened and absorbed in the divinity (from this comes the ardent devotion to Mary and the saints).32


In another essay in the same collection where Galilea’s appears, Aldo Buntig pays particular attention to the ethical dimensions of ritualistic popular religiosity. Buntig applies the term amoral to the kind of religion driven by cosmological motives—that is, seeking the use of divine power for personal gain. His analysis repeats a number of the points that we have already seen in Mackay’s writing.

The Holy Mass, far from being a liturgical action where Christ renews his paschal sacrifice and invites us to let our own lives become paschal sacrifices, is in the best of cases a ritual undertaken with the aim of winning blessings. Further, since rituals are no more than means to obtain favors with no relation to their actual meaning, the impulse [of attendees] will be to increase gestures, to make the pious practices simpler and more understandable, under an illusion of greater efficacy that the Lord actually condemned as a pagan way of thinking.33


In another section of his essay Buntig recognizes the function of rural religiosity for meeting human needs. “It is to rituals and Christian saints that the people go to seek help for the group’s most pressing needs: rain, pests, plagues, sicknesses.”34 In the process certain local saints or certain prayers to the Virgin are converted into “specialized forces” that people use in service to their needs. This does not require any theological clarity; instead it is based on what Buntig calls a “denaturing” of the doctrinal values of Christianity:

This explains why these special saints and invocations tend to occupy a much more prominent place in the process of interiorizing faith and in cultural expression than God or our Lord Jesus Christ. It is a kind of resurrection of the pagan pantheon, with local divinities enlisted to benefit local needs. Here religion does not require any true moral transformation. . . . The absence of any call to moral transformation is the reason that that . . . religious celebrations are often paired with dances and popular entertainment of dubious moral content, providing psychic release in this cultural environment.35


Despite legitimate critiques that might be made of Mackay’s observations, then, Catholic research undertaken in the spirit of Vatican II produced various points of agreement with his observations on the predominant Christology in the Ibero-American world. Thus this evangelical contribution to understanding the spiritual dimension of Latin American culture had a pioneering value that we would do well to recognize. In the spirit of the Second Vatican Council, the 1968 Conference of Bishops in Medellín adopted some elements of the evangelical analysis of popular Latin American religion. Even liberation theologians realized what it meant to take this analysis seriously. It became necessary to change pastoral models so that Catholics could take up a Christianity in which the Christ of the Bible might be better known.








3

THAT OTHER CHRIST OF THE INDIANS



Every time that I have written to Your Majesty I have mentioned to Your Highness the inclination that is present in some of the natives of this land to convert to our holy catholic faith. For this reason, I have sent to request our Majesty to send the provision of religious people of a good life and good example. And because until now very few have come, or almost none, and it is true that there is much fruit, I bring this again to Your Highness’s memory, and I plead that you provide for this need as quickly as possible.

LETTER FROM THE CONQUEROR OF MÉXICO,
HERNÁN CORTÉS, TO EMPEROR CARLOS V, OCTOBER 15, 1523





The era when the Andean religion crystallized spanned the second half of the seventeenth century. It seems that the Andean population, which in a little more than 130 years had suffered the plundering of its official Incan religion and had been subjected to a largely coercive evangelization, managed in the end to undertake a religious inventory at the heart of the colonial society and adopt a worldview and religious frame of mind that “crystallized” in this period and would remain almost unchanged until very recent times. The Andean people ended up accepting the Catholic religious system, but making a series of reinterpretations of the Christian elements within an indigenous cultural framework and embedding many indigenous elements within the new religious system. But it should be underlined that this religious system is not a simple juxtaposition of the two religions . . . , but rather something new and integrated in the heart of colonial society.

MANUEL MARZAL, SJ,
LA TRANSFORMACIÓN RELIGIOSA PERUANA







The Spanish evangelizers would have liked to find in the Americas men and women who were like a tabula rasa, a virgin territory where it was possible to plant a pure Christianity, free of Protestant heresies or Jewish infiltrations. The aboriginal peoples of these lands, however, had developed civilizations and cultures with their gods and lords, their priests, rituals, and religious institutions. So it was that the Christ of Iberian medieval religiosity met with the Viracocha and the Pacha Mama of the Andean peoples, with Quetzalcoatl and Tonatiuh of the Mesoamerican peoples.

In the previous chapter I described the vision of Christ held by the Spanish and the Spanish-influenced mestizos in the context of the colonial era. There I established that Mackay’s analysis is correct in signaling the clear connection between this vision of Christ and that of the Iberian popular religiosity that was brought by the conquistadors. However, we saw that in his study of the Ibero-American Christ, Mackay did not carefully explore the issue of popular religiosity as manifested in places where indigenous cultures resisted the Spanish conquest, places whose influence has endured despite centuries of oppression. The works of Segundo Galilea and Aldo Buntig reviewed in chapter two are evidence that over several decades there were a number of studies in ethnographical, anthropological, historical, and missiological research on popular religiosity. A clearer picture has continued to be revealed of how Christ was perceived by the indigenous and mestizo masses when they received the message brought by the conquistadors and the missionaries.


CATHOLIC AFFIRMATION AND PROTESTANT CRITIQUES


Popular religiosity among indigenous peoples has been a matter of major dispute, and it touches on various important concerns for contemporary missiology. One of the common arguments from Catholics opposing evangelical missions was that South America was already a Christian continent, and therefore there was no reason for Protestant missionaries to come and proselytize among people who were already believers. Protestant missionary literature responded by signaling the deficiencies and vices of popular religiosity. These were particularly obvious where large indigenous populations’ religious practice manifested elements of religions that existed before the introduction of Christianity. These portrayed a lack of knowledge and understanding of the basic truths of the Christian faith, a superficial and incomplete knowledge of the person of Christ, and consequently a religious experience characterized by superstition more than faith. For Protestants this was evidence that the continent was not truly Christian.

Some Protestant observations that I have already noted about the evangelization of the continent applied in a special way to indigenous religions. Missionary reports, stories of their trips, and the books promoting evangelical missions provide ample material on the subject. Given the Indians’ situation of neglect and oppression, observed firsthand by Protestant missionaries, these missionaries arrived at critical conclusions regarding the absence of a transforming dynamic in the Catholicism practiced by the indigenous people and its social consequences. However, Catholics themselves recognized the difficulty of the situation. For example, in an overview of Latin American Catholicism, Panama bishop Mark McGrath summarizes the situation in the following way: “The large populations of Indians in some nations and of blacks in others, and rural communities and workers in general, have a very limited knowledge of faith. It is common that they don’t know how to explain who Jesus was.” A later clarification reflects the ambiguity of the Catholic perspective: “Taking everything into account, there exists among them a commitment that is sentimental, national, personal, and even, by God’s grace, strongly supernatural to being Catholic. But what that commitment means is another question.”1

In the case of Peru, evangelical missionary William Mitchell, a Bible translator and specialist in Quechua language, has made a careful study of the use of the Bible in the Christianization of Peru during the first decades of the Spanish conquest in the sixteenth century. The effort made to create appropriate catechism guides and translate them into Quechua was significant.2 On the basis of both educational and pastoral needs, songs were used to transmit the Christian message, and there are songs from that period that continue to be used to this day. However, in the spirit of the Counter-Reformation of the Council of Trent, translations of the Bible into vernacular languages were put on the index of prohibited books, and initial efforts at contextual evangelization did not flourish and were discontinued.3

Similarly, in the case of Mexico, for example, there are studies that demonstrate how initial missionary efforts in the sixteenth century, especially by the Franciscan and Dominican orders, were intended to understand the native cultures and religious ideas of the indigenous and then adapt the communication of the Christian message to the native way of thinking. We can look at the text of the famous “Coloquios de los Doce” (Colloquies of the twelve), in which Franciscan missionaries dialogued with indigenous leaders about the Christian faith compared to the religious understanding of the natives. How was the truth about Jesus Christ expressed in this effort to communicate? Let’s look at chapter five, where “Savior of Men, Jesus Christ, here on the earth He founded His precious dominion.”

He, the Only True God, Speaker, Creator of Men, and Savior of Men, Jesus Christ, here on the earth He founded His precious dominion, His honorable mat, His honorable seat, He set down, and it is this whose name is dominion of heaven, moreover, its name is Holy Catholic Church. Because of that, it is called the dominion of heaven, indeed, absolutely no one will enter heaven if he will not belong to it, the Holy Church. (A) And there, in the place of His precious speaker’s abode, there are very many things, riches, prosperity. The celestial things are kept there, in His precious coffer, His precious hamper, these which belong to the Possessor of the Near, the Possessor of the Surrounding, the well encased precious things, and well guarded ones. This, the precious dominion of He by Whom All Live, which is called the Holy Catholic Church, he is the one who guards it, he governs it, the great divine guardian, the Holy Father, he carries with him the instrument by which things are opened, by which it is opened. Only he alone is able to open it, not anyone else, if not by his commanding it. Furthermore, he guards it, that by which one enters heaven, [no one will be able] if he, the Holy Father, does not open it, or somebody by his honorable mandate, because, truly he is the venerable representative of He by Whom All Live, Our Lord, Our God, Jesus Christ. (B) He, the Holy Father, governs completely, he directs them all completely, the great speakers on the earth, whose name is kings, also he, the great speaker, the emperor. And now, for this reason, he sent us, so that we will cause you to see His precious dominion, and His precious riches, His precious prosperity, that of He by Whom All Live, Jesus Christ. And, thus, you will also know, indeed, that in heaven, there, is the entrance, there is that by which one enters, by which one goes there. And the instrument by which things are opened, verily, he is the one who guards it, the Holy Father, the venerable representative of God.4


It is worth asking what the natives who heard this presentation actually understood about Jesus. Reading the colloquies and the dialogues with the native leaders to whom the evangelizers spoke leads us to the conclusion that Christ was presented as Lord and that acceptance of his lordship essentially meant submission to the church and the conquistadors.

For both circumstantial historical and theological reasons, the Catholic missionary effort during the sixteenth century was closely tied to the subjugation of the indigenous through military conquest. This topic was closely studied during the last decade of the twentieth century to coincide with the five-hundredth anniversary of Columbus’s arrival, and efforts were made to review the central tenets of the “Black Legend” that denigrated all things Iberian. Pedro Borges, from Complutense University in Madrid, has researched this topic over several decades.5 His analysis of legislation imposed on the Indians shows that it juxtaposes civilization and mission, a process based on the assumption that first the Indian was to be civilized to become a “human,” so that later he might become a “Christian.”

The idea that Indians first needed to become human to become Christian was voiced regularly by both religious workers and secular people; it seems to be stamped whole cloth across the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries. In every occurrence it is expressed with such similar language that one is led to believe in the existence of an unknown common source.6


One sector of missionaries believed that to civilize, it was necessary to subjugate and that this bringing into submission had to precede evangelism. Borges quotes Capuchin missionary to Venezuela Ildefonso de Zaragoza, who said in 1692, in referring to the Indians, “It would be convenient to put them under some type of subjugation that would reduce them to being human so they can be taught how to be Christians.”7 Coercion was used as a means of civilizing, even though it was recognized that Christianization couldn’t be done by force. Another Spanish Catholic historian summarizes by recalling a phrase originating in the Hispanic Middle Ages: primero vencer, después convencer (first win, then win over).8 Legal instruments for the conquest were carefully constructed to justify the civilizing and military enterprise on the basis of the end goal of evangelization, thus putting theology at the service of politics. In a seminal work examining critical opposition to the Conquista by religious leaders such as Bartolomé de las Casas, Peruvian theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez studied the development of this theology. He reconstructs, for example, the writing of the Requierimiento, a document declaring the right of the king of Spain and his representatives to conquer the Indians, which was read to Indian leaders prior to attacking them militarily, if they had not already submitted. This document begins with theological statements about God and creation, the dispersion of the human race, and the responsibility of the pope to reunify the world through his representatives, the conquistadors.9

In justifying the conquest, ideas rooted in the medieval period were fused with ideas arising in the heat of theological debate about the rights of the Spanish to conquer for the purposes of evangelizing, and the indigenous people’s lack of rights due to their paganism. On this subject, the king of Spain’s advisers relied on writings of Pope Innocent IV (d. 1264) and of Enrique de Susa, cardinal of Osta, called the Ostian (d. 1271). The latter wrote, as summarized by Gutiérrez: “Since the coming of Christ the infidels have lost all authority and jurisdiction. Such authority and jurisdiction belong to the faithful alone, since they are based on faith.” Gutiérrez comments, “In other words, the heathen are not the rightful rulers of their lands. They hold no legitimate authority there.”10 Arguments like these were used to justify the use of violence to obtain the evangelization of the natives.

The missionary practices deriving from this understanding continued until at least the 1960s. Peruvian novelist Mario Vargas Llosa, now a winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature, in recounting how he wrote his novel La casa verde (The green house), tells of a visit to a missionary outpost belonging to a Spanish Catholic mission in Santa Maria de Nieva in the Peruvian jungle in 1957: “We had the opportunity to personally meet the missionaries. . . . We could see the hard life they led. . . . We could see the enormous sacrifice that it demanded of them to remain in Santa Maria de Nieva.” Later he writes of the school that the nuns had built for indigenous Aguaruna girls: “They want to teach them to read and write, to speak Spanish, to not live in nakedness, to worship the true God. There had been a problem not long after opening the school: the Aguaruna girls did not come to school because their parents did not make the effort to send them.” Vargas Llosa supposes the main reason was that the Aguaruna families did not want their daughters to be “civilized” by the nuns. But “the problem was promptly solved. Periodically a group of nuns accompanied by a squad of policemen would collect girls from the jungle hamlets. The nuns would enter the villages, choose the school-age children, and take them to the mission in Santa Maria de Nieva, with the guards present to neutralize any resistance.”11

Historians agree that the initial impulse toward evangelization, particularly that of certain orders such as the Franciscans and Dominicans, was displaced by the interests of the conquistadors, who wanted a rapid and widespread Christianization that would convert the indigenous into subjects of the Spanish monarchs and taxpayers contributing to the royal coffers. In this they had the support of lay clerics, whose attitude differed greatly from that of the missionary orders. However, the crisis suffered by Catholicism during the independence wars in Latin America (1810–1824) for its support of the colonial system and alignment with the Spanish weakened the church, which increasingly lost the capacity to offer pastoral care and teaching to the faithful indigenous. This was due to a lack of priests and the lack of a true inculturation of missionaries among the natives. The situation of indigenous peoples across the continent at the beginning of the twentieth century was appalling.

In an overview of the religious situation in Latin America in the middle of the twentieth century, British missionary Stanley Rycroft, who worked in Peru, sums up the observations and experience of many Protestant missionaries: “Religion has not redeemed the Indian, and neither has it brought a bettering of the living conditions or any social improvement, nor abundant life. . . . Currently the Indians are seen to be chronically impoverished or in debt because of so many [religious] festivals, or due to the many demands laid on them.”12 Rycroft bases his critical perspective on testimonies from ethnologists and anthropologists who had studied the indigenous cultures. One of the authors he cites is Weston la Barre, who studied the Aymara culture in Peru and Bolivia, and whose opinion is precisely centered in Christology:

Several centuries of nominal Christianity have served only to add a further alien mythology to the body of Aymara beliefs. As a people group that has been brutally oppressed and cruelly exploited, many of the Indians have accepted some of the sadomasochistic symbols of the thorn-crowned and bloody figure of Christ, and of the suffering and merciful Mother, whom some identify with their own female deity. Even when all are considered to be Christians, many of the Aymaras hate religion with the same vehemence with which they hate those who work for religion.13


In his penetrating study of Mexican culture, The Labyrinth of Solitude, writer Octavio Paz offers a rich reflection on religious celebrations, making an ironic comment about the financial burden taken on by the people to fund religious festivities. Paz says, “The life of every city and village is ruled by a patron saint whose blessing is celebrated with devout regularity,” and later he shares a revealing anecdote:

I remember asking the mayor of a village near Mitla, several years ago, “What is the income of the village government?” “About 3,000 pesos a year. We are very poor. But the Governor and the Federal Government always help us to meet our expenses.” “And how are the 3,000 pesos spent?” “Mostly on fiestas, señor. We are a small village, but we have two patron saints.”14


Some non-Protestant scholars have come to the same conclusion: a real “conversion” to the Catholic faith had not taken place. That is to say, the evangelizing process during the sixteenth century did not achieve a deep religious transformation. Writing around 1927, when anthropological and ethnological studies had not yet proliferated, nor been applied to missiology, Peruvian socialist José Carlos Mariátegui made a pointed analysis of the situation of Indians in the Andean region. He used the few studies undertaken up to that point and applied methodology based on socioeconomic analysis, nuanced with his thorough knowledge of history and sociology of religion. Mariátegui believed that “Catholicism, due to its emotion-inducing liturgy, had a perhaps unique ability to captivate a population that couldn’t immediately elevate itself to a spiritual and abstract religiosity.”15 The drama and color of the liturgy had dazzled indigenous people, but deep down there had been no conversion. Mariátegui quotes Emilio Romero, a scholar from the south of Peru, where all his life he had observed the manifestations of popular Catholicism among the Indians:

The Indians vibrated with emotion before the solemnity of Catholic rituals. They saw the sun’s image in the sparkling embroidery of the chasuble, capes and religious clothing, colors of the rainbow in the fine silk threaded on a violet background. . . . This explains the pagan frenzy of the indigenous multitude from Cusco vibrating with fright before the presence of the Lord of the Earthquakes (a popular image of the crucified), in whom they saw a tangible image of their memories and their worship. This was far from what the friars had in mind. Indigenous paganism vibrated in the religious celebrations.16


This type of observation led Mariágegui to conclude, “Evangelization and catechism were never able to penetrate to a deep level. . . . The aboriginal paganism lived on under the Catholic liturgy.”17

Catholic response to Mariátegui’s analysis arrived swiftly, and it is enlightening to consider the arguments presented. In a book written specifically in response to Mariátegui, Víctor Andrés Belaúnde, a Peruvian Catholic leader who later became president of the United Nations, says:

Basically, there is undeniable evidence that the Catholic spirit did penetrate the indigenous population. I must point to the two principal types of evidence: the indigenous people’s response to suffering, which today at least is not the cold, fatalistic resignation common among indigenous peoples, but rather petition and hope; and the widespread and intense nature of their Marian devotion.18


Neither of these types of evidence that for Belaúnde constitute proof of the penetration of the Catholic spirit has to do with a core christological transformation.
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